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Abstract: This is a story of design – of designing a viable present in transition
from an increasingly obsolete past to a transformative future. More specifically,
Karl Aspelund’s seven design process steps (2010) provided the framework for
our curriculum redesign at a typical American Land Grant University. The
inspiration surfaced from a combination of necessity and vision based on
conditions within and around our design unit. Identification of the design
problem resulted in key findings, among them that ours is a small design unit in
a large university that explicitly favors STEM disciplines. Conceptualization
provided a focus on human-centered design culture and process, asking the
question “How can we make it better?” Moving into the
exploration/refinement phase we needed to determine who else asks that
question within a human-centered culture and process. Medicine emerged as a
possibility. The University of Central Florida College of Medicine provided the
pragmatic framework used. Definition/Modeling included the adaptation of
our design curriculum to the UCF medical curriculum model. By engaging
stakeholders to analyze the proposed design and iterate changes, we are
currently addressing the project phase of communication. Implementation, to
include establishing timeframes, tasks, responsibilities, and assessment
processes, will be the next step in the process.
Keywords: Innovative design curriculum, design pedagogy, design process,
PRSM, quality of living
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How can we make it better?

Introduction
For us, this is a unique moment in time in which to be contemplating academic
programming. Academic evolution is both complex and dynamic. It occurs on multiple
levels simultaneously in a continuous process that involves physical, mental and
emotional changes, in both personal and public spheres. Under most circumstances the
process is incremental, building slowly upon familiar foundations as new knowledge is
refined. Occasionally, that new knowledge is sufficiently different to be disruptive and
the entire enterprise must be re-imagined from top to bottom (Kuhn 1962; 1996). With
st
the rapid rise of information technology and social media, the first decades of the 21
Century represent one of those times in our disciplines. Change of this magnitude
requires a reconfiguring of curriculum that goes far beyond courses, calendars and
syllabi. As faculty colleagues in design and merchandising, our journey over the last few
years has involved a deep exploration of who our students are and/or should be; what
they need to become successful in the world they will inhabit; and how we might best
enable development of such expertise. We think that we have found a few answers
while perhaps raising even more questions. This is the way of design. It is always
iterative, and that is the story we propose to share.
Behind every design there is a process, no matter what the end product might be.
Though language may vary from model to model and there may be more or fewer steps
articulated, the general sequence is familiar to all. Framing our curriculum
reconfiguration project was Aspelund’s (2010) seven-stage design process. As outlined
this process uses stages:
1) inspiration
2) identification
3) conceptualization
4) exploration and refinement
5) definition and modeling
6) communication and
7) production.
The purpose of our paper is to share a conceptual approach to curriculum design
that addresses the need for improved alignment between design education and the
process that unites the profession of design in a globally oriented economy. Figure 1
illustrates a broad conceptual representation of our overall plan of action. At this
moment, we remain in the midst of our curriculum design process. We are reiterating
the design as we are initiating the first phase of implementation. If the subject of our
effort was a building, we might describe the project delivery method as fast-track,
design-build.
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Figure 1. Design is a plan of action, created in response to a situation or problem that needs to be
solved.

Inspiration: The Process Begins
“Welcome to the Era of Design.” So proclaims Adam Swann, head of strategy for
Gyro NY in a Forbes posting May, 2012. In this he is echoing the voice of David Kelley
and the Stanford d.school, Steve Jobs and Apple, Fast Company, BusinessWeek, and a
host of companies large and small who envision “design as a broad and deliberately
applied discipline, with the aim of creating simpler, more meaningful, rewarding
experiences for customers” (Swann 2012). For those of us with roots in the more
traditional design fields, this and other shifts in our technologies and core assumptions
require deep reflection about how we teach and learn design, and how we might make
that experience better in this new era. Our personal inspiration to redesign was born of
th
frustration with the curriculum at hand, which was little changed from its 19 Century
origins in Home Economics. Our division offered undergraduate majors in Fashion
Design and Merchandising and in Interior Design which shared nearly a hundred-year
history at our institution. We had recently added more interdisciplinary offerings in
Design Studies (B.S), Design & Merchandising (M.S.) and in Human and Community
th
Development (Ph.D.). Newer faculty had brought the assumptions of 20 Century
practice in other design traditions into the mix, the most pervasive of which was the
Bauhaus framework, a modernist movement that defined art and architecture for most
th
of the 20 Century. This left our academic unit trying to redefine itself from a “preBauhaus” past of Home Economics/Family and Consumer Sciences to a “post-Bauhaus”
future of Design & Merchandising that would incorporate emerging epistemologies and
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trends, while retaining the best values of all traditions. In other words, our path in the
st
21 Century remained unclear.
In their examination of changes in design practice during the industrial and
information ages, Broadbent and Cross (2003, 455) credit the Bauhaus (and its
pedagogy founded upon unifying art and technology) with providing the first “effective
formula for design education” responsive to industrialization. They note that the
Bauhaus emerged from the arts and crafts tradition “some 85% of the way through the
Industrial Age” . They further speculate that, approximately eighty five percent into a
75-80 year information economy, a “model of design education fit for the information
age” would emerge in the near future.
For us, this opportunity is presenting as a total faculty turnover nears completion.
The new faculty, while small, is comprised of more diverse design disciplines and
provides rich and creative energy for advancement and change. During this period of
faculty turnover, our College and University have also welcomed new administrations,
resulting in new expectations and visions at the highest levels. Added to these catalysts
for redefinition is the next generation of students (products of changes in our
educational, economic, and global systems over the past two decades) who have
insatiable needs for technology-based, relevant, hands-on learning opportunities.
Redefinition is fueled by a collective vision of positive, innovative change. Inspiration
for massive change is all around us.

Identification: Design Problem-Culture and Context
Our transformative quest is, as always, subject to context and delimitations. Ours is
a small design unit in a large mid-Atlantic public land-grant university. For those
unfamiliar with the genre, the American land-grant system was created 150 years ago
at the time of the American Civil War and Industrial Revolution. Its mandate was to
bring agricultural and engineering education to the masses (almost exclusively men) in
a time of rapid territorial and industrial expansion. Women of the time, if they were
educated for a profession at all, were educated in separate teachers colleges,
secretarial and/or nursing schools. Many opted to prepare for their anticipated role as
wives and mothers through another popular academic option, Home Economics, where
the curriculum generally included matters of food, clothing and shelter. Rooted within
this tradition of Home Economics, our current programs in Interior Design (ID) and
Fashion Design and Merchandising (FDM) entered the 21st century still embedded in
the Division of Family and Consumer Sciences, in the College of Agriculture, Forestry
and Consumer Sciences. Existing feeder programs, professional affiliations and alumni
networks reflect those traditions.
In 2000, our University was emphasizing undergraduate student numbers and
“learner-centered education.” The system favored professionally accredited programs
that transitioned students into clearly defined career paths. By 2005, our units were
moving away from Home Economics/Family and Consumer Sciences and into a
professionally oriented framework as Design & Merchandising. The internet was
developing beyond its infancy, but social media was scarcely yet a concept. Like longestablished design programs at our peer-institutions, we set out to train professionals
to design, create and sell material objects using a combination of traditional lecture
and studio courses. Peer programs, often located within dedicated design and/or art
schools or colleges, appeared to have many competitive advantages such as strong
pedagogical traditions (often influenced by the Bauhaus), a great number of resources
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(including a multitude of design programs/faculties, dedicated support labs/shops and
staff, etc.), and the gravitas of having already established a high value as design units
during their relatively longer histories.
Having been in transition for less than a decade, our current design curricula
address individual disciplines in the traditional manner but without the resources of
more established design programs. Nationally, a weak economy is raising political
concerns about the costs and value of higher education. Our university explicitly favors
disciplines and initiatives aligned with external funding streams associated with Science
Technology Engineering and Math (STEM) careers. Our University 2020 Plan tasks
faculty to engage information savvy students in challenging academic environments
while supporting them to excel in research, creative activity, and innovation, often with
technology as a supporting tool for each goal.
Amidst such pervasive change, our design problem involves redefining our Division
practice as a system as opposed to redevelopment of individual courses. We are
seeking to establish design curricula that might effectively compete with or exceed the
quality of design programs at peer institutions and that facilitate the realization of our
University 2020 Plan within the resources (time, money, personnel, technology, and
facilities) expected to be available over the next 5-7 years. Delimitations include the
small size of our Division, the pre-tenure status of the majority of our faculty, the STEM
bias of our University, and the conservative culture of our region. In short, we need a
radical change with limited risk.

Conceptualization
Design research asks “How can we make it better?” After identifying the design
problem, we set out to identify current best practices in design curriculum. We sought
a benchmark. We began to review design curricula and program information within our
two, university administration-identified groups of peer institutions.
Our Higher Education Policy Commission Peer (HEPC) list includes twenty U.S.
universities. Our Big 12 Conference peer list includes nine additional U.S. universities.
Among the total of eleven (six HEPC plus five Big 12) peers that offer both FDM and ID
curricula, those curricula are co-situated within the same sub-college administrative
unit in only five institutions including Baylor University, Kansas State University,
Oklahoma State University, Texas Christian University (TCU), and Virginia
Commonwealth University (VCU). Kansas State maintains, within separate colleges,
both interior design and interior architecture programs. University of Missouri cosituates the curricula within separate sub- units (departments) of a single college (see
Figure 2).
“Influenced by nineteenth century scientism,: Findeli observes, “design was
considered at the Bauhaus (1919-1929) as artistic or esthetic theory applied to
practice” (2001). Findeli posits that ‘design as esthetics’ was translated at the
Hochschule Für Gestaltung (1958-1968) at Ulm into ‘design as applied (human and
social) science’. It is situated within on (e.g. art) or the other (e.g. family and consumer
sciences) of these two traditions that we most commonly found our peer programs. We
observed that co-situated ID and FDM curricula remained as units or subunits derived
from Home Economics at four peer institutions (Baylor, Kansas State, Oklahoma State,
& Missouri). It is important to clarify that our interest is not in steering completely
away from the social sciences which are critical in many design practices. Rather our
interest is to shift focus from applications of social sciences to the environment toward
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design in which social science may be embedded (Findeli 2001). For us as Design &
Merchandising, this means that design both informs and is informed by the
merchandising realities of right product, right price, right place, right promotion, right
people.

Figure 2. Peer Institutions with Fashion Design & Merchandising (FDM) and Interior Design
(ID) Programs co-situated within same colleges and/or academic sub-units. Source: Authors.

Within our two peer groups with curricula co-situated, only TCU and VCU offered
programs co-situated within a non-Home Economics associated unit. In some ways, our
university’s profile as a public institution that aspires to very high research activity is
more closely aligned with that of VCU. In others, particularly with regard to STEM
orientation and support of arts programming, there are significant differences. VCU’s
ID and FDM programs are co-situated with a multitude of art and design disciplines
(e.g. communication arts, graphic design, kinetic imaging, design studies, etc.) within a
School of Art. VCU’s curricula iterate a traditional modern (i.e. late industrial age)
design educational path that begins with the introduction of broad foundational
knowledge in art. The VCU Fashion Design and Interior Design curricula share eight art
courses with each other and with other majors within the school during their first year
of study. Two of those same courses are also taken by first year Fashion Merchandising
students. Our ID and FDM curricula share one. However, the general approach to
design education was similar to ours. Over the course of the curriculum, through
courses typically structured within a series of fifteen week semesters, disciplinary
knowledge and skills are gradually expanded and further developed through synthetic
applications to problems imbued with increasing complexity.
Whether the curricula are embedded in an aesthetic tradition (such as at VCU) or a
social science tradition (such as Oklahoma State), foundational courses shared across
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curricula provide benefits including economy of scale and early exposure to multidisciplinary work. Both of these characteristics are increasingly valued within higher
education and our contemporary society. With relatively minor curricula adjustments,
closer integration within the foundation year of our FDM and ID curricula could also
provide these benefits. However, we had previously established that this is not a time
of incremental change. Also a matter of economy of scale, we noted during our broad
review of our peers that increased student enrollment would likely make the
establishment of (and ongoing support for) much-needed learning and research labs
and workshops more cost-effective. However, the significant ‘start up’ resources
required to support such growth appeared highly unlikely.
Perhaps the most important outcome of our review of peer curricula was a better
understanding of whether our design and merchandising unit’s situation within a
College devoted to agriculture and natural resources is truly unique. Within our peer
institutions, we counted fourteen FDM programs and eighteen ID programs (including
both interiors programs at Kansas State). We noted that three FDM programs (at the
Universities of Hawaii, Kentucky, & Texas-Austin) and no ID programs are situated
within colleges associated with agriculture or natural sciences. Nearly half (six) peer
FDM programs are located within colleges (or schools) with Home Economics lineage,
while over half (nine) peer ID programs are situated within colleges (or schools) of
design and/or architecture.
As a unit that aspires to provide a design education fit for the information economy,
these distinctions raised important questions. To what extent should/could design
graduates of a research University like ours compete with graduates of professional
schools in our fields such as Parsons or the Fashion Institute of Technology? How do we
sustain an outstanding design faculty tenured within a College traditionally rooted in
agriculture and natural resources – that is the natural sciences? To what extent must
we benchmark STEM programs as well as architecture, design, and business? How
might we emulate the project-based transdisciplinary model pioneered at the graduate
level by the Stanford d.school? Would the proposed framework be flexible enough to
meet the needs of a rapidly changing environment?
After months of discussion on the subject and multiple attempts at benchmarking,
someone suggested that we follow Steve Jobs advice: “When behind, LEAPFROG.”
Since our strongest point of alignment within our unique context was that ours were
applied programs, in an applied college, in an applied university, we determined that
we should benchmark other applied disciplines that prepare their students specifically
to enter human-centered professions dealing with “wicked” problems (Rittel & Webber
1973). Further, we decided to focus on the broadest interpretation of the disciplines
rather than on specific specialties.

Exploration and Refinement
We set out to determine who else has asked “How can we make it better” within a
human-centered culture and process? Committee members were tasked to explore
multiple offerings in one relevant discipline each and to return with exemplar academic
programs for consideration. By doing this, we hoped to borrow excellence in curriculum
design from a more fully funded enterprise. We found that medical educators had
th
engaged in significant curriculum redesign in the last decades of the 20 Century and
had now had time to assess resulting products and processes. In the end, the
curriculum deemed most suited to our adaptation was a medical model being
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implemented by the New University of Central Florida College of Medicine (UCFCM
2012).
The UCFCM first year curriculum is structured in modules that establish “a
fundamental understanding of how the various basic science disciplines relate to the
normal human body” (UCFDM, 2012). See Figure 3. Unlike typical university courses,
the modules in the first year and beyond do not coincide with a typical fifteen week
semester schedule.

Figure 3. UCFCM Year 1 curriculum from UCFCM Integrated Curriculum, 2012. Source:
http://med.ucf.edu/academics/md-program/integrated-curriculum/

The second year curriculum explores specific sub-systems of the human body,
pathologies, and cultural influences to further inform accurate diagnosis. Relevant
examination methods and communication skills are also introduced in conjunction with
the second year introduction to specialties (see Figure 4).

Figure 4. UCFCM Year 2 curriculum from UCFCM Integrated Curriculum, 2012. Source:
http://med.ucf.edu/academics/md-program/integrated-curriculum/

During the third and fourth years of the curriculum, the instructional format shifts
to clinical experiences delivered through a system of clerkships, selectives, and
electives. Experiences in professional patient practice are complemented by basic
science lectures, simulations, journal clubs, and conferences throughout the six core
clerkships (see Figures 5 and 6).
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Figure 5. UCFCM Year 3 curriculum from UCFCM Integrated Curriculum, 2012. Source:
http://med.ucf.edu/academics/md-program/integrated-curriculum/

Figure 6. UCFCM Year 4 curriculum from UCFCM Integrated Curriculum, 2012. Source:
http://med.ucf.edu/academics/md-program/integrated-curriculum/

Longitudinal Curricular Themes (LCTs) are interwoven throughout the four years to
assure efficient effective and sustainable practice. These include Ethics and Humanities,
Gender-Based Medicine, Medical Informatics, Medical Nutrition, Geriatrics and
Principles of Palliative Care, Culture, Health and Society, and Patient Safety (UCFCM
Integrated Curriculum 2012).

Definition and Modeling
So, how might this curriculum model be applied to our design and merchandising
curricula? Both medicine and design are applied disciplines, addressing the question,
“How can we make it better?” Both are engaged in solving “wicked” human problems
with infinite variables and non-linear cause and effect. Scientific and technological
knowledge are embedded within the processes, instruments and products of both
trades; and medicine, like design, has its origins in art (Trousseau 1872). Both have a
long tradition of applying critical thinking to identify and define the perceived issues
and creative processes to arrive at a solution.
Where medicine and design diverge is in the focus of their practice. Medicine is
devoted to maintaining or restoring human health within the body, hence the focus on
basic human properties in the first year and on specific variations in bodily functions in
the second year. Design and merchandising work to improve the quality of humans’
interactions with their environments. In the industrial economy and its aftermath, this
has been achieved primarily by developing and supplying human-constructed artifacts
and environments that modify interaction to make daily living more efficient, effective
and delightful, adding value to overall quality of life (see Figure 7).
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Figure 7. The Personal Resource Systems Management (PRSM) Model. Source: © B. McFall, 1998.

Within the culture of our current unit, quality of living has been interpreted as three
personal aspects (mental, emotional and physical) interacting in six environmental
dimensions (intellectual, organizational, social, material, natural, financial). In matrix
format, this can be represented as three columns intersected by six rows, yielding
eighteen discrete interactions within which experience may be assessed at any given
moment. Findings within the columns sum to describe personal well-being. If summed
across rows they describe environmental satisfaction. Matrices are cumulative over
time and/or across populations. The total of either columns or rows over time would
be considered total Quality of Life (see Figure 8).
Mental

Emotional

Physical

Intellectual

Intellectual
Satisfaction

Organizational

Organizational
Satisfaction

Social

Social
Satisfaction

Material

Material
Satisfaction

Natural

Natural
Satisfaction

Financial

Financial
Satisfaction
Mental
Wellbeing

Emotional
Wellbeing

Physical
Wellbeing

Total
Quality of Life

Figure 8. The Personal Resource Systems Management (PRSM) Matrix. Source: © B. McFall, 1998.

Under this assumption, the UCFCM first year learning objectives might be translated
into the first year of a design and merchandising curriculum devoted to gaining
practical knowledge of how the various disciplines in the sciences and humanities may
inform our understanding of normal human-environment interactions. This
foundational year would be structured as a freshman core, common to all design and
merchandising majors regardless of interest area and would promote learning in the
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areas outlined in Figure 9. It also allows for the accommodation of transfer students
with minimum disruption.
Fall Semester (17 hrs.)

Y
1

Spring Semester (16 hrs.)

Communication – Verbal/Written
Practice of Design

Communication - Visual

Community of Practice
Human/
Physical
Attributes

Human/
Emotional
Attributes

Human/
Mental
Attributes

Interaction Personal

Interaction Environmental

Interaction –
Balanced/
Sustainable

Figure 9. Translation of UCFCM Year One to Generic Design Curriculum Year One. (Longitudinal
Curriculum Themes under development). Source: Authors.

As with the target medical model, the second year design curriculum would address
variations on the basic theme, exploring specific categories of interactions and their
common pathologies as well as cultural differences over time (historical) and across
populations (age, gender, ethnic and other diversity). Critical and creative thinking and
beginning communication skills would also be introduced in the second year. In this
way, the sophomore year would serve to survey the wide range of professional
opportunities comprising the broad field of design, allowing students to intelligently
select their preferred points of engagement (see Figure 10).
Fall Semester (17 hrs.)

Spring Semester (15 hrs.)

Communication – Verbal/Written
Communication - Visual
Practice of Design
Y
2

Community of Practice
Human
Diversity
across
populations

Cultural
Diversity
across
populations

Assessment
across
populations

Human
Diversity
over time

Cultural
Diversity
over time

Assessment
over time

Summer

Optional
Study
Abroad
(highly
encouraged)

Figure 10. Translation of UCFCM Year Two to Generic Design Curriculum Year Two. (Longitudinal
Curriculum Themes under development). Source: Authors.

With the declaration of specialty and/or major, the format in the third and fourth
year shifts to practice-based experiences delivered through a system of projects,
internships, lectures, simulations, journal clubs, and conferences. In keeping with the
land-grant mandate for outreach, undergraduate projects are chosen to meet the
needs of the local and/or regional community. Cultural and historical sensitivities would
be consolidated, while critical and creative thinking would be tested and tempered in
integrated project work during the junior year. Students would apply and deepen their
functional expertise working in labs and studios to support ongoing projects. By first
shadowing and then providing support functions, students would gain further
understanding of the complexities involved in completing a viable design project (see
Figure 11).
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Fall Semester (14 hrs.)

Spring Semester (14 hrs.)

Summer (6
hrs.)

Communication – Verbal
Communication - Written
Community of Practice
Practice of Design OPTION 1: Merchandising of a Vertical Project
Merchandising
Merchandising
Merchandising
Merchandising
specialty course specialty course specialty course specialty course
Practice of Design OPTION 2: Interiors of a Vertical Project

Y3

Interiors
Interiors
Interiors
Interiors
specialty course specialty course specialty course specialty course
Practice of Design OPTION 3: Fashion of a Vertical Project
Fashion
specialty course

Fashion
Fashion
Fashion
specialty course specialty course specialty course
Practice of Design OPTION 4:
Design Studies Products of a Vertical Project

Minor course 1

Minor course 2

Minor course 3

Mandatory
Internship

Minor course 4

Practice of Design OPTION 5:
Design Studies Services of a Vertical Project
Minor course 1

Minor course 2

Minor course 3

Minor course 4

Figure 11. Translation of UCFCM Year Three to Generic Design Curriculum Year Three.
(Longitudinal Curriculum Themes under development). Source: Authors.

Senior year – project year – would be about integrative dynamics, putting all the
pieces together to shepherd a project from start to finish. Each project would have a
faculty mentor as well as engaged community stakeholders and industry professionals.
Each project should also be well supported by graduate assistants with training in the
relevant design specialty (see Figure 12).
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Fall Semester (14 hrs.)

Spring Semester (14 hrs.)

Communication – Day of Design / Competitions / Portfolios / etc.
Community of Practice - Mentoring

Practice of Design:
Vertical Studio / Capstone Experience:
Project Design & Management
Each student chooses one project area associated with his/her
specialty area for a project being led by faculty and/or graduate
students. The student engages in both design and management
activities within a vertical studio group project, showcasing his/her
given area of interest. Labs, workshops, and faculty resources will be
available to support students in the production of professional-level,
successful projects.
Y4

Each student chooses one of the options below:
Vertical Studio OPTION 1:
Project A

Vertical Studio OPTION 2:
Project B

Vertical Studio OPTION 3:
Project C

Vertical Studio OPTION 4:
Project D

Vertical Studio OPTION 5:
Project E
Figure 12. Translation of UCFCM Year Four to Generic Design Curriculum Year Four. (Longitudinal
Curriculum Themes under development). Source: Authors.

As with the original medical model, Longitudinal Curricular Themes would appear
throughout the curriculum and would become most explicit in the
feedback/assessment loop. They would frame initial programming at the beginning of
each project and shape the critique upon conclusion. At this time, discussion is ongoing
as to the precise nature of these inclusions.

Communication
Modeling the concept for a new curriculum is only the beginning of the extensive
process of bringing that offering into the academic market. Between modeling and
production, communication with stakeholders provides opportunities for enhanced
analysis of the model prior to its initial introduction. Communication with experts
required to deliver the product, with learners who will ‘consume’ the product, and with
design and design pedagogy expert peers provides opportunities to ‘test’ the model
and serves as a ‘micro’ assessment / feedback loop to inform reiteration of the model
prior to its ‘roll out’. This very document is one vehicle of communication, a process
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that defies a strict linear sequence. For this discussion it might be helpful to visualize
communication as concentric ripples on the water as a pebble breaks the surface, and
to consider the context as it moves through small and intimate to vast and remote. As
we are currently situated “on the water,” we will for now merely identify those ripples
and what we currently observe to be their key characteristics.

Intrinsic to the delivery of curriculum
One pebble toss involves delivery of content to our consumers, the students. How
will the various learning modules be communicated going forward? We began this
discussion with an acknowledgement of the disruptive nature of emerging information
technology and social media. Indeed, it would appear that higher education as we have
known it is reaching a “tipping point” (Gladwell 2000). The current generation of
students has never known life without having information at their fingertips 24/7. This
changes the very purpose and nature of academic communication. The rapid adoption
of Kahn Academy, Udacity, EDx, and Coursera over the last 2-5 years has identified an
education market hungry for media-savvy solutions. There appears to be much to gain
with little risk by “flipping classrooms” (Sams & Bergmann 2012) such that informationintense lectures are delivered online, whereas homework to clarify and reinforce new
knowledge occurs face-to-face. Reports also suggest that online learning, however
cost-effective and convenient, will not be the whole or only form of communication in
education going forward. Students continue to crave in-person social interaction and
what they cite as “the full university experience.” Our curriculum design provides
meaningful student interaction with peers, faculty, the community, and practicing
professionals throughout their academic experience. To help students translate these
interactions into practical skills that bridge academic life and professional expectations,
in years three and four of our curriculum model, vertical studios would pair upper-level
students (juniors and seniors) with graduate students, faculty and practicing
professionals to address a real-world problem.

The design task group and faculty stakeholders
Another pebble toss communicates the new curriculum model to the potential
design content experts – the faculty. A series of conversations will be required to
explore how existing expertise and assignments might fit the model. This means
plugging in existing courses and faculty assignments where they may be used “as is” or
with some modification, and highlighting areas for which new courses and/or labs must
be created. In our university, up to 20% of the content of any course may be changed
each year without triggering involvement of the peer Curriculum Review Committees of
both the College and the University. Where possible, it is always easiest to remain
within those formal constraints. For the moment the proposed curriculum model is
largely delimited to existing courses from the university-specified General Education
Curriculum (GEC’s) and from the three majors housed in the Division of Design &
Merchandising (Design Studies, Fashion Design and Merchandising, Interior Design).
Where existing personnel cannot meet expanding expectations, new faculty lines have
been or will be proposed and position announcements detailed. Some of those
responsibilities have been incorporated into four tenure-track positions being refilled
following faculty moves and retirements. Specialized FEAPs (Faculty Equivalent
Academic Position) on annual contract or perpetually renewable graduate assistants
with cutting-edge skills will better serve other tasks.
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The College
Design & Merchandising is one of five divisions that form our College. Each college is
led by a Dean, so communication within the College regarding the proposed design
would take two forms: (1.) informing and gaining the support of the Dean, and (2.)
encouraging engagement from our potential peer collaborators. Opportunities for
engagement are substantial for many of these peers, especially those involved in
Landscape Architecture, Resource Economics, Human and Community Development,
The Community Design Team, Entrepreneurship, Horticulture, Construction, and
Recreation, Parks and Tourism. Our expectation is that communication within the
College will occur both informally between individual faculty members, and more
formally among and between program, division, and college leadership and involving
participating units as a whole. Separate conversations will be required with College
administrative and support personnel including recruitment, development, research,
facilities, marketing, and finance. New courses will require review and approval by peer
Curriculum Committees at both college and university levels.

The University
Once the new curriculum design finds support at the College level, the offering
must be championed among the University leadership. It is here that the abilities of
the Dean and his/her staff as advocates become vital. University administrators often
have priorities different from those of colleges and divisions. As a result, careful
communication of the value of new curricula may be critical to their adoption and
success. A very concise “elevator speech” may be a useful advocacy tool. A broader
conceptual representation, showing both process tracks and fixed support functions,
might also be useful for communication to this constituency.
Most resources in the university flow from the top down, and they do so unevenly.
Favored programs are typically supported more fully. Designation as a Program of
Excellence is generally the first step toward elite status in our University. Toward that
end, internal assessments and communications often convey merit as do disciplinary
accreditations and public rankings by one’s peers. Designers of the new curriculum
should study the criteria closely in this iteration with an eye toward sharpening
competitive advantage. This might also be the time to adjust the proposal to expand
opportunities for accreditation, build enthusiasm among student and industry
evaluators, or structure participation in high profile national competitions.

The State, Region, Nation and the World
In the end, the final and most continuous judgment of any academic offering comes
from our ultimate stakeholders – our external disciplinary peers, our students and
alumni, and the markets that will hire them. Historically, academia was positioned as
the gatekeeper of knowledge. Universities earned their reputation as “ivory towers” by
communicating one way through the faculty “sage-on-the-stage.” This generally took
the form of classroom lecture, funded research and/or formal outreach. For
generations, these venues have been stable and familiar, accessible to a small but
growing number of privileged individuals, and valued for their contribution to society.
With the growth of information technology and social media over the past two
decades, that traditional world is vanishing rapidly. It is impossible to predict exactly
how this scenario will play out, however, it is imperative that educators make efforts
to position themselves on the leading edge of this change.

126

How can we make it better?

Production: Making It Real
The production phase of the design process allows designers, clients, stakeholders,
and others to see the design in action. Implementation of curriculum changes in
academic systems cannot be a “flash cut” where a new design is fully implemented at
one time. Curriculum changes must often be rolled out incrementally. The
implementation of our redesign would occur over a 4-year period with each successive
year building upon itself. Parallel to the undergraduate curriculum change would be
changes in graduate programs to support the new vision of design.
As part of an iterative process, the production phase is subject to changes as are all
of the previous phases. Technology will be added. Facilities will be reconfigured to
better support and to better communicate new ways of working. The new curriculum
will undergo continual evaluation and assessment as the first wave of students work
their way through the newly designed curriculum structure. Future iterations and
redesigns of the curriculum are not only expected, but, by design, required. The design
research question “How can we make it better?” is one that will continue to drive our
quest to align the academic needs of our students with the ever-expanding
interdisciplinary design world.

Assessment: Concluding Thoughts
We are in the midst of a design process, reiteratively working between modeling
and production. As a design unit situated within a college with a strong agricultural
tradition we faced extinction several years, and nearly an entire faculty, ago due to a
perception among our college peers and administrators that we were no longer
relevant. That challenge inspired us to chart a course toward greater relevancy. To
increase our value among peers, we would shift from a family and consumer sciences
curriculum that originated in the pre-industrial agricultural economy to a design
curriculum fit for the post-industrial, information economy. We realized at the start of
this course, however, that we had little capital to support growth and/or to expand
teaching and research resources. We had to redesign our curricula for maximum
positive impact, with minimal financial resources, and where we were situated.
Accepting, for the moment, the archetype of design as a trilogy of science, art, and
technology (Findeli 2001) we conceptualized that our situation would not be conducive
to move toward the tradition of dualizing the trilogy to art and technology, (as the
Bauhaus had done). Alternatively, dualizing the trilogy to science (i.e. social sciences)
and technology, as occurred at Ulm, was too closely aligned with the home economics
th
tradition from which we turned. We also recognized that still influential 20 century
design pedagogies focused on the embedding of art or science into industrially
produced objects, a practice that might be reinterpreted in an information economy.
Short of a new design archetype, which perhaps should be considered later, we
conceptualized the need to develop a curriculum that maintained balance among the
science, art, and technology trilogy and was no longer limited to the design of physical
objects and environments. We sought a benchmark for innovative delivery of products
and services that improve human quality of living. We looked first within the design
disciplines and then more broadly within human-centered applied fields. At the
University of Central Florida, we discovered a medical model that redefines the
relationship between ‘medicine’ and its specialties, that resists the fitting of all courses
(or modules) into a uniform format and/or semester-based cycle, and conceptualizes
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learning of content in webs and with strands rather than in lines with layers. We
believe this model is fitting for an increasingly interconnected, asynchronous, and
informed society. As we translate the UCF medical curriculum into our own design
curriculum model, this paper provides a ‘micro feedback loop’ through which our
design and design pedagogy expert peers may offer assessment for consideration as we
continue to reiterate between modeling and production. We not only welcome
participation by you, our reader and colleague, we encourage it.
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